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Art. I. On the Secale ComtUum, or Ergot. By W. P. Dewees. 

M. D. Adjunct Professor of Midwifery in the University of 

Pennsylvania. 

TlIE ergot has obtained throughout this country, as well as in Eu¬ 
rope, a reputation as a powerful auxiliary in the practice of midwifery. 
But great diversity of opinion seems to exist, as to the precise 
estimation in which the article should be held; its claim being extra¬ 
vagantly urged by some practitioners, while by others it has been 
condemned as useless, and its employment even deprecated. Under 
these circumstances, it may be considered as not altogether uninte¬ 
resting to inquire, what are its real powers; under what circumstances 
it is useful; and, what are the rules which should be attended to, 
in order to prevent any evil following its exhibition. 

The action of the ergot appears to be specifically upon the uterine 
fibres; urging them sooner or later to more or less violent contraction. 
It is not the alternate contraction alone that is increased by this sub¬ 
stance; the tonic, which is of much more value, is also powerfully 
augmented; since it can, in consequence of this power, be most ad¬ 
vantageously employed, in many cases where this effect is all -impor- 
tant In this respect it appears different from other stimuli, which 
may exert an influence upon this organ; such as opium, the oil of 
cinnamon, volatile alkali, &c.; or the mechanical stimulus of the for¬ 
ceps, vectis, or the hand. * 

• I have never witnessed any exaltation of the powers of the arterial system, 
or any other marked effect, (if we except its specific action,) from the exhibi¬ 
tion of the ergot, though I have been very attentive to the subject But it is 
declared by Dr. Oslere, on the authority of Dr. Erskine and others, that it 
a tly increases the fulness and frequency of the pulse; produces a glow 
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** of ‘ he stimuIants just mentioned, has been known to rouse 
the alternate contractions of the uterus into a temporary, and some 
fames successful action; but after neither does the tonic contraction 
foUow, wth any degree of certainty; nay, we may with much truth 
dedare, that inerfaa of this organ is very apt to follow their employ. 
m . e , ™ us we " ,tness haemorrhage sometimes succeed the use of 
either of the remedies just named, though successfully exerted as re- 
gards the mere delivery. But so far as my own experience gees, or 
a pretty extensive inquiry will justify the declaration, 1 can say, that 
neither myself, nor such of my friends of whom I have asked the 
question, have ever witnessed such a consequence follow the use of 
tile ergot. 

So far then, I think we may with much confidence declare, that 
every other stimulus which has contributed to the energy of the ute¬ 
rus, except the ergot, has been followed occasionally by inertia of 
that organ; this fact is of high practical importance, as it leads to an 
most certain mode of treating such females as may be habitually 
hable to floodings after delivery. It also, on the other hand, point. 

whenT T P L raCt ' Cal im P ortance 5 nal "ely, not to exhibit it, 
of this p'esenUy ‘ thut turning may be necessary; but more 

There is another peculiarity attending the action of this substance, 

nromntTT ark f a w e ’ ^“S 1 ' not ef l u; % important; namely, the 

promptitude of its action; for we have constantly observed, that if it 

do not manifest an influence in twenty minutes, or half an hour at 

extreme! “ f ^ aCti ° n ° f th ' S substance is generally so 

extremely prompt, as sometimes to create a doubt of its agency i/the 

minds of those unaccustomed to its influence But I am quite 
certain, that the ergot never acts with so much efficacy as when it 
acts quickly; indeed I might say that its success is almost in proper- 
t on to its promptitude. * By many, this very sud den actionofffie 
uterus has been attributed to coincidence, rather than the effect of the 

toiditist We " 

r. e ii: t p ^i;;„i rap t^;:rst t queUe ie s%ic 1 produit « 
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remedy. This may occasionally be the case, as we see changes si¬ 
milar to those effected by the ergot, take place as suddenly”where 
none has been exhibited; but it would be unfair to declare this to be 
the case always. 

Thus, on the 11th of November, 1827, I was called to Mrs. V. i a 
labour with her fifth child; the waters had discharged themselves half 
an hour before my arrival, and the patient had experienced a number 
of very smart pains. After the escape of the liquor ainnii, they abat¬ 
ed both in force and frequency. On the accession of a pain I exa¬ 
mined my patient, and found the presentation to be a first presenta¬ 
tion, and the head arrived at the inferior strait; the mouth of the ute¬ 
rus was fully dilated, and every tiling gave promise of a speedy de¬ 
livery. But the pains became still more feeble and longer apart, and 
after waiting an hour and an half for their amendment without advan- 
tage, I resolved U|>on exhibiting the ergot; especially as my patient 
ecame clamorous for its exhibition. The ergot was accordingly sent 
for; the messenger had scarcely left the house, before the powers of 
the uterus were spontaneously roused, and with such efficacy that 
the child was upon the point of being born, when it arrived; it was, 
therefore, not given; ten minutes more were all that was necessary 
for the completion of the delivery. In this case, had the ergot been 
given, the alteration in the action of the uterus would doubtless have 
been attributed to it, by those unacquainted with the peculiarities of 
its action; yet an experienced eye and ear would readily have de¬ 
tected its want of efficacy, did it exert no power, as well as be able 
to determine its agency, if it co-operated with the newly-awakened 
powers of the uterus. 

As regards myself, I have the most firm reliance upon the powers 
o the ergot And, the character of its action is so distinctly mark¬ 
ed, that a very little observation will enable us to detect it Whether 
or not the peculiarity of the efibrt produced by the ergot has been 
observed by others, I cannot say;* it appears'to be perfectly well 
defined and characteristic; so that I think I am always able to distin¬ 
guish the cases of coincidence, from those in which the ergot was de¬ 
cidedly operating. 

When ergot has been administered with success, we find the ute¬ 
rine effort not only more quickly repeated, and more powerfully ex¬ 
erted, but these efforts are accompanied with less sufl'ering, than the 
same apparent exertions of this organ, where not urged by this drug. 

• Many speak of its specific action; or of its specific influence, but I do not 
collect to have seen any account of the details, in what these specific effects 
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The woman, when interrogated with resnecf to r„„r 

her sensations by saying she feels eX P resse? 

'■» <~r b»«« a,? L*" , d * irs £?/“ 

sm. ehmcler vritl ft™, *, beferef ied ",v ,** 

ll..» 5 l. .he „»"S„ e d«, r hTf.mi W “'^r“l£ 

rfTe"" 
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sertion, it must be observed is mp ■ u j e lorc eps. ’t This as- 
monstration; since it would be imjf, 44 " 5 ° f “° P ° ssible de ' 

occurred, in which I believe I should have employed ZT™ 

r&t sr^tyF-ifcSfJTJE 

by tins drug, both promptly and safely. And fur 

Paris.” ***• m the toak *<=y -node of it, in “La matemitc de 

t Elements of Operative Midwifery. 
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therj I am certain that I do not now use the forceps once, where I 
formerly used them ten times. 

And the reason of this abatement in the employment of the forceps, 
may I think, be justly attributed to the almost universal use of the 
ergot, by every kind of practitioner of midwifery; and hence I pre¬ 
sume, that the secale cornutum, now achieves de'livcries, that would 
have required the forceps formerly; for were this not the case, I think 
I should be called upon as formerly, to aid the labour with these in¬ 
struments. 

As every thing depends upon the proper quality of the ergot, it 
should be kept whole in a glass bottle with a ground stopper; and 
only powdered, pro re nata; nor should it ever be used when it ex¬ 
ceeds a year in age;» for the ergot, like almost every other vege¬ 
table substance, is easily acted upon by heat and moisture; and con¬ 
sequently, it is easily deteriorated when exposed to their influence 
I have in several instances failed to produce the slightest effect with 
the ergot procured at one shop; whilst, that from another, in the 
same patient, has been as prompt, as efficacious. 

I have generally administered the ergot in substance; some prefer 
it m infusion.t Twenty grains in a little sugar and water mav be 
given at once; and I seldom exceed this quantity; as I have rarely 
found the further exhibition of it attended with better effect. My 
valued friend, Dr. George Holcombe, of Allentown, N. Jersey, 
objects very strongly to the quantity just named; and proposes much 
smaller doses, but more frequently repeated; or as often as it mav 
be necessary.J 


r 'Z e “L h0wevcr informed, by Lorinscr, (Edinb. Med. and Surg. Journal 
for Oct. 1826, p. 453,) that .t preserves its powers perfectly for two years, as 
tar as regards its operation on the stomachs of men; but whether it retains its 
^ecfic Po^oponthc- uterine fibre for that period, does not appearto have 
been ascertained by h„ experiments. On the other hand, we are directed by 
oupd, (Journal des Progres des Sciences, et Institutions, 8tc. vol. iii. 182"’ 
p. 170,) in order to be certain of the peculiar properties of this substance to 
use it the same year m which it has been collected; and that it must be kept 
in bottles hermetically sealed; an not be powdered, but as it may be wanted. 

T uordot informs us, that the old women in the department of “ Cote d’or ’• 
iirfusc a handful of this substance in a cup of water, and give a table-spoonful 
or it every five minutes. This dose, Goupil observes, is much stronger than 
Uiat pointed out by accoucheurs; but he says wc must notice the manner in 
which it is taken, as it is much less active than when given in powder.-/*, p. 

t See Philada. Journal of the Medical and Phvsical Sciences, Vol. II N <= 

p. Olf . 
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instance extant, in whicMW “e^t”^ decisive 

no difficult matter to show tint .1 10Del ^’ hut I think it would be 

the exhibition of the “er-ot ” it hash* Stlll ' b ° rn chiId has foII °wed 

•*"-* »*i"s t. ,i« 

iong before anv reasnnnhl *. been 6 ,ven to" early; that is 

thi deiiv^irr 

relaxation in the soft carts- wrn n i • , ’ ow,n ? to the want of 

well situated, and the^ractitjoner’jfH™ " ‘T tbe hea<l ha . snotbec " 
stance; consequently, making a wron P ,* 004 aW8re ° f this circum - 
elapse before delivery could ta°ke place ^ time ,hat ,nust 

error very commonly arises, from thp’fa t lts exhibition. Tbislatter 

the child may generally be felt- or it C " ' ^ '. Vlt l w,licb the head of 
through the external parts t SUpp0s ^,‘‘ is P-ition to escape 

favourably disposed. * " "' e " “ tllC ' Ute ™’ a " 

are .gnorant of the mechanism of labour- fcrT 10 "’ am °" s ,hose " ho 
tie to do; and “ were the pains but a little ./F 7 SU PP 09e there »s lit- 
soon be delivered:” under this delusion J° nser ' tle clu| d would 
expectation of a spelly issue B„T this ^ ^ with 

agreeably to their hopesf and very much to^ Lt** n °- ^ place 
are altogether unable to account for its failull ^ ^ 

lightened practitioner, would instantly have detected ^ C '“ 

a.t.on of the head, and would have seen at once 6 T™ 5 pn ' 
to be effected before delivery could take nh ’ b °' v much was yet 
been able, very nearly to dot place. He would also have 

f« k rj 

have withheld the ergot, until more had bee. F 011 ? a ' ld he woulJ 

contractions of the uterus But tl, I „ done by the unaided 

source of error, we Stst reflr Z f ^ fruitful 

not well situated: and second to the I 108 '/ 1 ™ 01 th e head, when 

finds in undergoing these changes ov * ^ * 16 * ,eat * some times 

ori’i.SrpSS 5“ t T‘\ T "“- ” «»* 

head being somltiZ ob ,11’d <1 7 be , mUch dcl ^' from tlle *»«• 

in the two first, “' e arcb ° f the P« b es; 

which circumstance may have escllld’thl U . n;U | OI '. labl y. in the last; 
tioner at the time he exhibited ,i P L Ca cu atlon °f the practi- 
rant of it; c-se^^*^ -V »ave beenV 

“ °» *** .r«.. cm „ d .hfirsr 
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this case no blatne should attach to the “ ergot” specifically, for the 
same consequences will follow from the long-continued efforts of the 
uterus, where none of this substance has been administered. Bvude- 
LocquE gives us instances of this kind, and every practitioner of any 

£22 T h r obscrved the same thing. Indeed the danger to 
lie cln d after the evacuation of the waters, is always in proportion 

Tf he i.7 C P 7 Cr alHl ‘7 cunlinuance of ^ alternate contritions 

chi iT’' ‘nT >Ve ’ aVe alwVS reason t0 “PPrchend that the 
child will be still-born, when the uterine contractions continue very 

long, and w ith much force after the discharge of the liquor amnii- Z 

ridEv u ^ 8 is , t agreeab t le ‘° thC eXperie " Ce of al > wh ° Practice 
midwifery. If t|„s be so when no “ergot” has been administered 

it may certainly, a fortiori, happen after it has been given without 

inreh ame JUSt '->’ attachin S to its Pavers. Some havf carried their 
apprehensions of this substance so far as to declare it will oroduce 

time C iT S | 7' I nfl ' Ct 0ther ' njUrieS Upon the child ’ 3 3 k>n in the short 

the ktur Th e l“ PSe aftCr US “' libition and the fi "al termination of 
e labour. This is even more incomprehensible and incredible thin 

-"»“ 

2d. The difficulty the head sometimes finds in undergoing the 

2SSSSS for ““•* r ~" 

to h ®PPen8. . C 

required to force the posterior fontanelle to place itself unde the 
arch of tlie pubes, and nothing but an enlarged experience with an 
entire knowledge of the mechanism of labour will enable the practi 
boner to determine the quantity of force, and the lapse of time that 
will be required for this purpose. In this case, should the “ ergot” 

alto7d ' i V, “r be b ‘ an,Cd ’ if the Child be st i“-kori., whenltis 

together the fault of the practitioner—for in this case the “ enmt” 

P wlrful-“ o 'r bee t n giVen ’ 1 , S °'° nS f a tl,C natural pains continued 
po erful, for it is not so much by multiplying the force, as by re¬ 
peating its application, that the desirable end is effected. We have 
known the “ergot” given under these circumstances, and the uterus 
" J •“? UmW ' to .mV r“ 

r wsSr f 8 n er T tl,Cf0rCepS - Sec0n<l: at othcr when 
pubefft will !° n r ha3 CVCn pIaCe<J itse lf nnder the arch of the 
peated effort! ZT the lon S-continued and the often rc- 

peated efforts of tlieuterus to carry the parietal protuberances below the 
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tubers of the isch.a. Now ,f « ergot” be given in this case, and the child 
be sd'l-born, ,t may be blamed, when it had no agency in the disasta r 
Dr. Henby Davies says, •« ,t may be observed thv. in some cases' 
^n the pelvs was a nde conned, and when ihe head was nil 
sufficiently low down for the application of the common forceps, the 
secale has been successfully used, and the child delivered with the 
orceps. very great discretion in these cases is required.”* Dr Davie, 
gives several well marked instances of the influence of the ergot in 
feeble action of the uterus. ln 

But certainly the most common cause of the failure of the “ erect » 
is owing to its injudicious and indiscriminate exhibition. It has been 
given wc have well ascertained, before the membranes have been 
niptured the os uteri at all dilated, and the external parts quite 
gid. What but defeat and injury can result from such an impro- 
pei use of this powerful aider of uterine contraction? This substance 
now in familiar use among mid wives who have neither principle; 
?nfn™S^t” Ce t0 f , . rCC ‘. ltS P ro l ,er employment, and we are credfblr 

InaZnsV " ” “ thls b J a practitioner in extensive business', 

in almost every case to which he is called. 

ti.mh S 18 trU 'f ** abllSe r 0f a Valuable remedy; for if our informs 
tion be correct, the too free use of it in this gentleman’s practice 
has occasioned very many prolapsus uteri. This effect of the ereot 
may perhaps be questioned by some, but I have not the smallest 
doubt of the fact, from what I have seen when this medicine had been 
improperly taken. A lady aborted at a little beyond the fifth 
month, with twins. The involucra did not come away for several 
ays after the expulsion of the embryos; and as these came off in one 
mass very soon after taking twenty grains of ergot in powder, the 
lady could not be persuaded but that one of the placenta; remained, 
and became very anxious for its discharge, and desired that another 
dose of the ergot might be given her. This I absolutely refused; but 
at the same time assured herin the most positive manner that nothin" 
remained to come away. She, however, it seems was not convinced: 
for I had scarcely left the house before she caused another portion of 
the ergot to be given her. The consequences were a repetition of 

P , a ' nS ’ and the esca P e of a considerable portion of the uterus 
through the os externum. She became now excessively alarmed, 
and I was sent for in haste. I found her in great agony; an agony 
resembling that of the last moments of labour; and up°on examination 
the uterus was found in the situation just mentioned. 

* Medical and Physical Journal, July and August, 1825. 
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The uterus, owing to the constant and violent nisus created Uy the 
ergot,* was restored with some difficulty, and the pains were appeased 
after a whde by large doses of laudanum. She was obliged to wear 
a pessary for a long time before the uterus recovered its position. 

I am, therefore, convinced that much future injury has been sustain- 
ed by givtng tins medicme in cases where there is little or no resist¬ 
ance to be overcome; for in such cases the increased eflorts of the 
uterus, produced by the ergot, continue after the child is delivered 
as its impression does not immediately wear off. In this case, it 
took place at a time when the uterus had nothing to support or retain 
truded" 1 ^ PelV ' 3 ’ ** must ’ therefore ’ become prolapsed if not pro- 

From what has been said, it would appear that the ergot is a pow¬ 
erful medicine; so powerful, indeed, that well defined rules should 
be laid down for its use. It would seem that it is the improper ex¬ 
hibition of this drug, and not any specific power, that creates the evils 
but too commonly charged toil; also, that there is no satisfactory 
evidence of its exercising any baleful effects upon the child in 

The following rules for the use of the ergot, if attended to, I think 
will prevent any evil following its exhibition. 

1st It should never be given before the membranes are ruptured, 
the os uten dilated, and the external parts disposed to yield. 

2d. It must not be used so long as the natural pains are efficient 
and competent to the end. are emcient, 

from any cause, it may be given; pro- 
ffif term 6 .! , Ur m V**",™ 1 ' ab ° Ur accordi "S ‘° »“r acceptation of 
the breech . lab ° Ur , ; , that is ’ wheD the head, (if well situated,) 

the breech, the feet or the knees, present For independently of 

S—complicate the labour, it is sometimes de- 
«uab'e, for the safety of the child, to hasten it when the natural 
powers are incompetent to this end. 

lab0Urbc accompanied by any such accident as 

to irrea?’ l V “ Slons ’ s J nc0 P c > &c. it may sometimes be employed 
great advantage, provided rules 1 and 2 are not violated. " 

5th. It may be used very often with much advantage in every kind 


upon the ‘ T imprCSsi ° n U «*e« 

stance * l 0 " g 't™’ SOmctimcs after this sub- 

some other « “ hi “ th “ res P ect !t is lite °Pium and 

vomiting anZet h ? h “ seen ergot ejected by 
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of premature labour; and at full time, when the placenta i. 
off, and the uterus is found in a state of atony. °' Vl1 

6th. Where flooding takes place after the rupture of the mom 
situated.^ 6 “ Wel ‘ dMatedj the pains feeble > but th c child well 

*^££2? ChHd ^ bee " “ ^-ten.sbyhe. 

Dr h ‘ W?«n re ?*v Uter 1 S U painfU " y distended ^ coagula. 

° r iu "“™"* ~ 

respectable pra.li , m „, 'thlr', l'l' 

os uteri h anta ff denv ® d from exciting or increasing pain, unless the 
. e ' ve opened and the membranes protruding, that thev 
may be easdy ruptured, if this can be done with propriety f or un 
t.l the liquor amm. be expended, the hemorrhage cannot bL arrested 

y exciting the alternate contraction of the uterus-and the t - i 
2r* «• •“»■*« «■ «h ? c , - w 

e«d, Uka p|,« the |ll>e 

prebend it wouldTeVeridedly mL^t^Th 8 iffound^thTt T 

“I £: 

“ »Ti. f,T, rf e th'"™Tf 

ent, tar as we yet know; namely, the delivery of the 


when the presentation is not nat^ .Il' lnSta " Ce ’ ft Sh0Uld nevcr be d ™ 
to artificial delivery. And if this sh’ u t T* mean ,0 P roceed immediate!; 
propriety in givi^tte^J, i f„ “P^ent, there can be m 

toning, the betterrVSfo^rJe 5 ?, ° PP T d W6 «“ ^ P*». d -"S 

be given in cases where it will be’ccrfc/'l ° WS **“* th ‘ S substance should nol 
Waters have been long drained off. 7 necessu ^ ,0 turn S especially if the 
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child. Now, with these admissions, we are well disposed to re¬ 
ceive any evidence in favour of the remedy proposed, and for the 
particular species of haemorrhage in question. And, if Dr. Ward 
will assure us, from his own experience, that the ergot will super¬ 
sede the necessity of artificial delivery, from the promptness with 
which it effects delivery, we will hail this substance, as one of the 
most valuable of our therapeutical agents; but until this is done 
we shall feel a reluctance to adopt this remedy in the case 3 under 
consideration, as reasoning appears to be decidedly against its em¬ 
ployment 

Let me be borne with a little longer, as this subject is one of high 
interest in every point of view; for a placental presentation is always 
one of great danger, even under the best management; and it is al¬ 
most necessarily fatal, under bad. Do not let me be supposed, in 
| this investigation, to substitute reasoning for facts; for the very con¬ 
trary would be my wish. But until I shall be in possession of una- 
quivocal testimony in its favour, I shall remain, at least doubtful, of 
the safety of employing it. 

I have in so many words declared, that reasoning is against the 
use of the ergot in the unavoidable haemorrhage; I will now endeavour 
to show this to be the case. The primary object in all cases of he¬ 
morrhage, is to arrest the bleeding; now, in the cases in question, 
this is particularly necessary, if it be even temporarily; and for this 
purpose a variety of means are resorted to; but, this cannot be done 
absolutely, but by delivery. Why should delivery be the only cer¬ 
tain remedy in this case? for several reasons; first, because a tem¬ 
porary suspension of the bleeding is no security against its return; 
as the very mechanism of labour causes the placenta to detach itself 
from the mouth of the uterus; and when this takes place, hmmorrhage 
must ensue; and this in the exact ratio to the extent of the separation, 
-ccond, this being the case, it follows, that whatever tends to in¬ 
crease tliis separation, will necessarily augment the bleeding—ute¬ 
rine contractions have tliis tendency; and the ergot is almost certain 
to provoke or increase uterine contraction; consequently, to increase 
hemorrhage. Third, because pains may exist for some time, without 
t e os uteri being disposed to yield; yet during the return of each 
pa:n, the haemorrhage is increased; consequently, if the uterine con- 
ractions be increased in force or frequency by any agent whatever, 
and the mouth ofthe uterus does not dilate in the same proportion, 
mischief, instead of good, must be the result 
For these reasons, we are of opinion, that the ergot should not be 
use in cases of placental presentations, as a general practice; and if 
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used at all, it should only be when the ns • „ ... 

easily dilatable. In such cases it ,nn- i ? we or 
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